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Mr. Wenner. We've got two and a half pages
done. [Laughter]

The President. It's good, though. Just set up
another time. I owe it to him. We’ll do one
more. I just love Rolling Stone. They've been
so good to me.

Mr. Wenner. T'd just like the long view and
your philosophy about where we're going, what
you've seen, and what you think about America.
I want to ask you questions about, you know,
what have you learned about the American peo-
ple. You've had a unique exposure to them that
nobody else has ever had.

The President. Tl tell you this. When I leave
office, on January 20th, I will leave even more
idealistic than I was the day I took the oath
of office, 8 years earlier.

Mr. Wenner. Why?

The President. Because the American people
almost—they are fundamentally good, and they
almost always get it right if they have enough
time and enough information. Now, they've got
to have enough information. They've got to have
enough time. They have to have a way to access
it.

But the biggest problem we have in public
discourse today is, there’s plenty of information
out there, but you don’t know what’s true and
what’s not, and it’s hard to access it. It’s all
kind of flying at you at once. It’s hard to have
time to digest it. But if people have the informa-
tion, they have time to digest it, they nearly
always get it right. And if that weren't the case,
we wouldn’t be around here after 226 years.

I'm glad to see you.

NoOTE: The interview was taped at 3:10 p.m. in
the Solarium at the White House, and the tran-
script was released by the Office of the Press Sec-
retary on December 7. In his remarks, the Presi-
dent referred to Prime Minister Ehud Barak of
Israel; United Nations Secretary-General Kofi
Annan; Chairman Yasser Arafat of the Palestinian
Authority; Prime Minister Tony Blair of the
United Kingdom; Republican Vice Presidential
candidate Dick Cheney; historian and author Gary
Wills; and journalist Al Hunt. A tape was not avail-
able for verification of the content of this inter-
view.

Interview With Jann Wenner of Rolling Stone Magazine

November 2, 2000

Mr. Wenner. Thank you for your time; I ap-
preciate it. It takes time to do something like
this.

The President. Good.

2000 Presidential Election

Mr. Wenner. Why do you think the race is
so tight, given the economy, the issues, the in-
cumbency? How could it get to be this close?

The President. Well, 1 think for one thing,
things have been good for a long time, and
I think a lot of people may take it for granted
and may not have—they may not be as clear
as they should be, which I hope we can use
the last week to do, on what specific policies
contributed to it and what could undermine it.
I think that’s one issue.

I also think that, you know, there’s not as
much general awareness as there might be about
the differences between the two parties on
health care, education, the environment, and
crime, where I believe that the things we've
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done over the last 8 years had a measurable
impact on all those things going in the right
direction.

And a lot of—most Presidential races are fair-
ly close, you know, because a lot of Presidential
voting is cultural.

Mr. Wenner. The way you were raised.

The President. Well, the way you were raised
and sort of the neighborhood you live in, your
socioeconomic and ethnic background. I mean,
a lot of it’s cultural. So I think there are a
lot of reasons it’s close.

Also, keep in mind, in the history of our Re-
public, only two Vice Presidents have ever been
directly elected President. One of them—when
Martin Van Buren succeeded Andrew Jackson,
we were effectively a one-party country then.
And the other, when George Bush defeated Mi-
chael Dukakis, the country was not in as good
a shape as it is now, but it was in pretty good
shape, and Bush basically destroyed Dukakis.
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It was a hugely negative campaign with a lot
of charges that were never effectively rebutted.

So this has been a much more positive race.
There have been differences on the issues, but
neither one of them has called each other’s pa-
triotism into question or whether they’re normal
Americans. Basically, the rap that was put on
Dukakis was like reverse plastic surgery. So I
think that that explains it largely.

Demands of the Presidency

Mr. Wenner. At the end of the interview,
I'm going to ask you to make a bet with me.

What physical change in you says that you've
served 8§ years and it's a job that really takes
a toll?

The President. Well, T think I'm in better
shape, better health than I was 8 years ago,
in a lot of ways. My hair is gray. I think that’s
about it. I've got a few wrinkles I didn’t have
8 years ago.

But I've held up pretty well. I've had a good
time. I've enjoyed it. I couldn’t help my hair
going gray. It would probably have gone gray
if I hadn’t become President.

Oklahoma City and Columbine

Mr. Wenner. One of the most important jobs
that you, as a President, have is to talk to the
country in the wake of national tragedies, frame
the issues for the American people. I'm going
to ask you about two of the things that hap-
pened during your two terms: the Oklahoma
City bombing and the Columbine shootings.

Where were you when you first heard about
the Oklahoma City bombing, and what was your
first reaction, personally? And then how did you
think you should frame that to the American
people, to help them understand what’s really
a national trauma? And where were you when
you heard it?

The President. 1 was in the White House.
I believe I was in the White House, because
I remember making a statement at the begin-
ning, right in the Rose Garden, saying what
you would expect me to say, expressing the Na-
tion’s sympathy for the loss but also urging the
American people not to jump to conclusions
about who had done it.

Remember in the beginning, there were a
lot of people saying it was obviously some sort
of act of foreign terrorism. There was one man
that was brought back on an airplane. He was
flying out of the country through to London,

and he was brought back, suspected of maybe
being involved, and he wasn’t. And of course,
subsequently, it was a domestic terrorist act.

But then when I went to Oklahoma, at the
memorial service, what I tried to do was to
elevate what the people who had been working
in that building were doing. They were all public
servants, and it was at a time when it was quite
fashionable to bash the Government. And I told
myself, even, that I would never refer to people
who worked for the Government—even in agen-
cies I thought weren’t performing well—as bu-
reaucrats again, because this whole—we have
gotten, for more than a dozen years, a sort of
demeaning rhetoric about the nature of Govern-
ment and the nature of public service. And I
tried to point out that these people were our
friends and our neighbors and our relatives, and
they were an important part of America’s family
and that their service ought to be honored in
that way.

And also, obviously, I took a strong stand
against terrorism. And I was able—later I went
to Michigan State and gave a commencement
speech and tried to amplify on that. But I really
believe that was the turning of the tide in the
venom of anti-Government feeling.

Mr. Wenner. Did you see—was it a con-
science thought to you that this could be the
turning of the tide, and if you focused it cor-
rectly, if you said, “You know, you can’t love
your country if you hate your Government,” that
this would crystallize that feeling?

The President. 1 think I felt that after I had
some time to think about it. In the beginning
I was just horrified about all those people dying,
all those little kids killed and hurt.

Mr. Wenner. What I'm trying to get at is,
once beyond that obvious first reaction

The President. Yes. I mean, it occurred to
me that, you know, the American people are
fundamentally decent, and they've got a lot of
sense. And I thought that this might break a
fever that had been gripping us for too long.
And T think it did.

Mr. Wenner. And you thought, if T can take
advantage of this opportunity—I mean, to have
this tragedy—in every tragedy comes an oppor-
tunity, so is this an opportunity where I can
make people rethink that idea.

The President. 1 think in a way, at least at
some—maybe not even at a conscious level, the
American people were rethinking it. And I think
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maybe that’s why what I said at the memorial
service struck a responsive chord in the country.

Mr. Wenner. What I'm trying to get at is,
was that a deliberate thought on your part? That
I have an opportunity as President to

The President. Well, T thought that—yes, I
was conscious of what I was saying.

Mr. Wenner. Did you connect it in some way
to a kind of metaphorical bomb-throwing of
Newt Gingrich, of the real anti-Government
stance that he was taking at the time?

The President. 1 was careful not to do that.
I wanted it to change the American peoples’
attitude toward public servants and their Gov-
ernment. But to do it, you had to focus on
what happened.

One of the things that I didn’t like about
Newt—and he certainly wasn’t responsible in
any way for the Oklahoma City bombing—Dbe-
cause one of the things I didn’t like about him
is, he was always blaming the 1960’s or liberals
for everything that went wrong. When that
woman, Susan Smith, drove her kids into the
lake in South Carolina, he blamed the 1960’s,
and it turned out that the poor woman had
been sexually abused by her father, her step-
father, who was on the local board of the Chris-
tian Coalition or something.

And when that woman dropped her kid out
of the window in Chicago, he blamed the wel-
fare culture. He was always blaming. So I didn’t
want to get into where 1 was doing reverse
blame. I just wanted to try to make it clear
to the American people that we shouldn’t have
a presumption against Government in general
or public servants in particular.

Mr. Wenner. What about Columbine? Where
did you first hear the news about that? And
again, what was your reaction to that?

The President. 1 believe I was in the White
House when I heard that, but I'm not sure.
But I know that I called the local officials and
the school officials from the Oval Office. You
know, that was only the most recent and the
most grotesque of a whole series of highly visi-
ble school shootings that we’ve had—a number
of them in the South, one of them in Jonesboro,
Arkansas. That was in my home State, and I
knew some of the people who were involved,
who run the school and in the county and in
the city.

There was one in Pearl, Mississippi, and there
was

Mr. Wenner. One in Oregon.
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The President. The one in Springfield, Or-
egon. What I thought there was that—I thought
a lot of things. I thought, number one, how
did those kids get all those guns, and how could
they have had that kind of arsenal without their
parents knowing? And I thought, after I read
a little about it, how did they get so lost without
anybody finding them before they went over
the edge?

We had a spate of—before all these killings
associated with that kind of darkness on the
net, network:

Mr. Wenner. What do you mean, darkness
on the net?

The President. Well, those kids were appar-
ently into some sort of a—weren't they into
some sort of satanic-like thing?

Mr. Wenner. No, they had their websites
and

The President. Their websites, yes. There
were, earlier, a number of kids who killed them-
selves who were into talking to each other about
destruction, but they weren’t killing other peo-
ple. And I just kept—I worry that—I worried
then; I worry now about the people in our soci-
ety, particularly children, that just drift off, and
no one knows, or people feel helpless to do
anything about it.

You know, I couldn’t help thinking, wondering
whether those kids could have been saved if
somebody got to them, and then whether all
those other children would still be alive.

Gun Safety Legislation

Mr. Wenner. It seemed shocking to me and
a lot of other people that after that there was
no—we didn’t get any new gun control legisla-
tion after an event like that.

The President. It's going to be interesting to
see what the voters in Colorado do. They have
a provision on the ballot now in Colorado to
close the gun show loophole. And it’s a heavily
Republican State, and I think it’s going to pass.

Mr. Wenner. Right.

The President. 1 think what happened is
that—well, first of all, you can’t say nothing
came out of it, because there was an organiza-
tion of young people in Colorado that then orga-
nized kids all over the country for commonsense
gun legislation. They got about 10,000 kids in-
volved. Now we have the Million Mom March,
and they’re very active.

But the truth is that when legislation time
comes that a lot of the people in Congress are
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still frightened of the NRA, because even
though there is broad public support for these
measures, they are still not primary voting issues
for a lot of the people who are for them. Where-
as, the NRA can muster an enormous percent-
age of the vote—maybe 15 percent, maybe even
20 sometimes—for whom that’s a primary voting
issue.

So if you've got an issue where you're ahead
60-30 but in your 60 it’s a primary voting issue
for 10 percent of the people, and in their 30
it's a primary voting issue for 20 percent of
the people, the truth is, youre a net loser by
10 percent. That’s the way—that’s what happens
in Congress and State legislatures. They’re genu-
inely afraid.

Mr. Wenner. They know they could lose their
seats.

The President. You see the tirade that
Charlton Heston has carried on against Al Gore
and me, before—saying that I was glad some
of these people were killed because it gave me
an excuse to take people’s guns away. We never
proposed anything that would take anybody’s
guns away.

I saw a special—you may have seen it on
television the other night on ABC. Peter
Jennings actually went out and went to some
of these gun shows. And he was talking to all
these people who were absolutely convinced that
we wanted to take their guns away. The NRA
is great at raising money and building their orga-
nizational power by terrifying people with in-
flammatory rhetoric. 1 guess that’s why, since
LBJ passed the first law after Bobby Kennedy
was killed, T was the first President to take him
on.

Mr. Wenner. You got Brady and assault
through, but why didn’t you take the oppor-
tunity with this post-Columbine atmosphere? I
mean, you called the White House Conference
on Violence immediately

The President. Well, 1 did. I tried

Mr. Wenner. But it focused on, like, violence
in the media

The President. Yes, but we also did lots and
lots and lots of events

Mr. Wenner. and then you thought you
could reason with the NRA.

The President. No, I didn’t think I could rea-
son with the NRA. I thought Congress would
be so shocked and the public was so galvanized
that we had a window of opportunity.

Mr. Wenner. Right. And what happened to
that, is my question.

The President. The Republican leadership just
delayed until the fever went down. That’s what
happened. They knew that they couldn’t afford
to have their Members voting wrong on closing
the gun show loophole or banning the importa-
tion of large capacity ammunition clips, which
allows people to get around the assault weapons
ban.

Mr. Wenner. Were you powerless to do some-
thing about that?

The President. No, we had tons of events.
And we got a vote—if you'll remember, we fi-
nally got a vote in the Senate, where you can
bring things up, where we got a majority vote
for it. Al Gore broke the tie—another reason
he ought to be President, he broke the tie.
But we couldn’t get a bill out of a conference
committee, that had it in there. If we could
ever have gotten a clean vote

Mr. Wenner. You would have won that vote.

The President. Oh, absolutely.

Mr. Wenner. And beat that

The President. Absolutely. We could win the
vote today if you could get a vote. But the
leadership of the Republican Party, as long as
they're in the majority in both Houses, they
can control things, especially in the House. You
can write the rules so that you can just keep
stuff from coming up.

Mr. Wenner. So despite your power, despite
that event

The President. Yes. And we had lots and lots
and lots of events at the White House, not just
one. We had a ton of events. We brought people
in. We talked about it. We pushed and pushed.
We finally got the vote in the Senate. We got
50 votes. Then Al broke the tie. We got 51.
And there’s no question that we could pass it.

But I'll remind you that one of reasons that
Democrats are in the minority today in the
House is because of the Brady law and the
assault weapons ban. And interestingly enough,
we didn’t—there is—not a single hunter has
missed an hour; not a single sport shooter has
missed an event—an hour hunting—I should
have finished the sentence—or a single sport
shooter has missed an event. But they acted
like the end of the world, but a half million
felons, fugitives, and stalkers havent gotten
handguns because of the Brady law.

The ironic thing is, there’s no reason here—
when we tried to pass the Brady law they said,
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“Well, this won’t do any good because all these
criminals get their guns either one-on-one or
at gun shows or urban flea markets.”

Mr. Wenner. Let me change the subject. This
is absolutely amazing——

The President. 1 feel passionately about this,
and I'm glad I took them on. I'm just sorry
I couldn’t win more. There are a lot of good
people out there in America who work hard;
their only recreation is hunting and fishing; they
don’t follow politics all that closely; they get
these NRA mailings. They're good people, but
they think they can believe these folks. And
they know that if they can stir them up, they
can raise more money and increase their mem-
bership. And they do it by basically terrifying
Congress.

Race Relations

Mr. Wenner. How would you characterize
race relations today, as compared to when you
took office?

The President. 1 think theyre considerably
better.

Mr. Wenner. In what ways?

The President. Well, T think, first of all, the
country is changing. It's growing ever more di-
verse and, therefore, more and more people are
having more contacts across racial, ethnic, and
religious lines. And I think that, ultimately, the
more people relate to each other, the more they
come to not just tolerate—I don't like the word
“tolerance” in this context because it implies
that one group is superior, putting up with an
inferior group and tolerating them.

I think the more they come to genuinely ap-
preciate each other’s heritage, find it interesting,
and find a fundamental common humanity—I
think a lot of it is just systematic human contact.
And beyond the human contact, I think that
the race initiative we started led to hundreds
of efforts all over the country to have honest
conversations. You know, sometimes people
work around each other for years and they don’t
know the first thing about one another. Forget
about race. I mean, there are people who prob-
ably work in the White House who see each
other every day that don’t know the first thing
about one another.

So I think that the one thing we did was
to spark all these conversations and also to high-
light systematic efforts that were working in
local communities and try to get them replicated
around the country in communities, in work-
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places, in schools. I think that there was a gen-
uine effort to deal with that.

I think the third thing is that we may have
had some impact on it, I and my administration,
because we were so much more diverse than
any other administration in history. And I think
people felt, who had never felt that way before,
that the White House was their house, too; the
Government was their Government, too. So I
think the climate in the country was positive
for that.

Mr. Wenner. And you sense that change in
climate from those factors in

The President. Absolutely. Look at the
difference

Mr. Wenner. Because this is one of your main
priorities?

The President. Yes. And look at the difference
in the rhetoric in the Presidential campaign this
year. All the rhetoric is about racial inclusion.
Now you know, we could argue about the poli-
cies. I think that the Republican policies are
still divisive, but the rhetoric is about inclusion.
And even they—a number of their members
have taken a different tack on immigration.

Advice for Youth

Mr. Wenner. Do you have any special mes-
sage to young people, any sort of valedictorian
thoughts to the kids in school right now, as
you leave office?

The President. Yes, I do. First of all, T think
that they should realize that theyre very fortu-
nate to be living in this country at this time,
fortunate because of our economic prosperity,
fortunate because of our enormous diversity, and
fortunate because of the permeation of tech-
nology in our society, all of which enables us
to relate to the rest of the world and to one
another in different and better ways.

Secondly, I think they should understand that
our future success is not guaranteed and de-
pends upon their interest in public affairs, as
well as their private lives and their participation.
One of the things that’s really concerned me
about this election is all these articles that say
that young people think there is not much in
it for them. I think maybe that’s because there
has been a lot of debate about Social Security
and Medicare in the debate. They think that’s
an old folks’ issue.

But it’s actually not just an old folks™ issue,
because when all of us baby boomers retire—
and I'm the oldest of the baby boomers; the
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baby boomers are people that are between the
ages now of 54 and 36. So when we retire,
unless everybody starts having babies at a much
more rapid rate, or we have hugely greater im-
migration, there will only be two people working
for every one person drawing Social Security.
Now, more of us are going to have to work
into our later years. And more of us have a
choice now because—one of the good things
that Congress did unanimously was to lift the
earnings limit on Social Security.

But anyway, even the Social Security issue
is a youth issue. Why? Because the baby
boomers, most of them, I know, are obsessed
with our retirement not imposing an undue bur-
den on our children and our grandchildren. But
there are all these other issues.

We have to build a clean energy future to
avoid global warming. Two stunning studies have
come out in the last month, and because of
the Presidential campaign, theyve not been
much noticed. One analysis of a polar icecap
says that the 1990’s were the warmest decade
in a thousand years. The other projecting study
estimates that if we don’t change our green-
house gas emissions, the climate could warm
between 2.4 and 10 degrees over the next cen-
tury; 2.4 is too much. Ten degrees would lit-
erally flood a lot of Louisiana and Florida. This
is a very serious thing.

Then you've got this incredible scientific and
technological revolution that will lead to, among
other things—if you just take the human ge-
nome alone, a lot of the young people in Amer-
ica today, when they have their children, they’ll
get a little gene card to take home with them
from the hospital, and their children will be
born with a life expectancy of 90 years, because
they’ll be able to avoid so many of the illnesses
and problems that they have a biological propen-
sity to.

So this is a fascinating time to be alive, but
it's not free of challenges. So I would say to
the young people, you ought to be grateful
youre alive at this time. Youll probably live
in the most prosperous, interesting time in
human history, but there are a lot of big chal-
lenges out there, and you have to be public
citizens as well as private people.

Drugs and the Legal System

Mr. Wenner. Do you think that people should
go to jail for possessing or using or even selling
small amounts of marijuana?

The President. 1 think, first of all

Mr. Wenner. This is after—were not pub-
lishing until after the election.

The President. 1 think that most small
amounts of marijuana have been decriminalized
in most places and should be. I think that what
we really need—one of the things that I ran
out of time before I could do is a reexamination
of our entire policy on imprisonment.

Some people deliberately hurt other people.
And if they get out of prison—if they get in
prison and they get out, theyll hurt them again.
And they ought to be in jail because they can’t
be trusted to be on the streets. Some people
do things that are so serious, they have to be
put in jail to discourage other people from doing
similar things. But a lot of people are in prison
today because they, themselves, have drug prob-
lems or alcohol problems. And too many of
them are getting out—particularly out of the
State systems—without treatment, without edu-
cation, without skills, without serious effort at
job placement.

Mr. Wenner. Youre talking about any of-
fender?

The President. Yes. But there are tons of peo-
ple in prison who are nonviolent offenders, who
have drug-related charges that are directly re-
lated to their own drug problems.

Mr. Wenner. Don’t you think those people—
should we be putting nonviolent drug offenders
in jail at all, or should we put them in treatment
programs that are more fitting and not

The President. 1 think it depends on what
they did. You know, I have some experience
with this. Let me just say

Mr. Wenner. Well, I remember your experi-
ence is based on your brother’s

The President. Well, let me just say about
my brother—whom I love and am immensely
proud of, because he kicked a big cocaine
habit—I mean, his habit got up to 4 grams
a day. He had a serious, serious habit. He was
lucky to live through that. But if he hadn’t had
the constitution of an ox, he might not have.

I think if he hadn’t gone to prison, actually
been put away forcibly somewhere, I think his
problem was so serious, it is doubtful that he
would have come to grips with it. I mean, he
was still denying that he was addicted right up
until the time that he was sentenced. So I'm
not so sure that incarceration is all bad, even
for drug offenders, depending on the facts. I
think there are some
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Mr. Wenner. I meant——

The President. Let me finish. I think the sen-
tences in many cases are too long for non-vio-
lent offenders. I think the sentences are too
long, and the facilities are not structured to
maximize success when the people get out. Keep
in mind, 90 percent of the people that are in
the penitentiary are going to get out. So society’s
real interest is seeing that we maximize the
chance that when they get out, that they can
go back to being productive citizens, that they’ll
get jobs, theyll pay taxes, theyll be good fathers
and mothers, that theyll do good things.

I think this whole thing needs to be re-exam-
ined. Even in the Federal system, these sen-
tencing guidelines

Mr. Wenner. Youve got mandatory mini-
mums. Would you do away with those?

The President. Well, most judges think we
should. T certainly think they should be reexam-
ined—and the disparities are unconscionable be-
tween crack and powdered cocaine. I tried to
change the disparities, and the Republican Con-
gress was willing to narrow, but not eliminate,
them on the theory that people who use crack
are more violent than people who use cocaine.
Well, what they really meant was that people
who use crack are more likely to be poor and,
coincidentally, black or brown and, therefore,
not have money. Whereas, people who use co-
caine were more likely to be rich, pay for it,
and therefore be peaceable.

But my own view is, if you do something
violent, it’s appropriate to have an incarceration.
But I think we need a serious re-examination
in the view toward what would make us a more
peaceful, more productive society. I think some
of this, our imprisonment policies, are counter-
productive. And now, you know, you have in
a lot of places where, before the economy
picked up, prison-building was a main source
of economic activity, and prison employment
was one of the big areas of job growth.

Mr. Wenner. Do you think people should lose
access to college loans because they've been
convicted of smoking pot—which is now law?

The President. No. I think that, first of all

Mr. Wenner. 1 mean, those are people that
seem to need a loan the most.

The President. First of all, 1 don’t believe,
by and large, in permanent lifetime penalties.
There is a bill in Congress today that has bipar-
tisan support that I was hoping would pass be-
fore T left office, but I feel confident it will
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in the next year or 2—which would restore vot-
ing rights to people after their full sentences
have been discharged, and they wouldn’t have
to apply for a Federal pardon to get it.

I changed the law in Arkansas. When I was
attorney general I changed the voting rights law
in 1977, to restore voting rights to people when
they had discharged their sentence. And my
State is one of the relatively few States in the
country where you do not have to get a pardon
from the Governor to register to vote again—
or from the Federal Government, for that mat-
ter.

Look, it depends on what your theory is. But
I don’t believe in making people wear a chain
for life. If they get a sentence from a jury,
if they serve it under the law, if they discharge
their sentence, the rest of us have an interest
in a safe society, in a successful society, and
seeing that these folks go back to productive
lives. You know, keeping them with a scarlet
letter on their forehead for the rest of their
lives and a chain around their neck is not very
productive.

Mr. Wenner. Just to wrap this up, do you
think that we need a major rethink of what
these drug sentencing laws are?

The President. Not just drugs. I think we need
to look at whos in prison, what are the
facts

Mr. Wenner. Well, theyre filled with drug
prisoners, these jails.

The President. ——most of them are related
to drug or alcohol abuse, but there are some
non-violent offenders unrelated to drug or alco-
hol abuse, which is not to say that I don’t think
white-collar criminals should ever go to jail. But
I think we need to examine—the natural tend-
ency of the American people, because most of
us are law-abiding, is to think when somebody
does something bad, we ought to put them in
jail and throw the key away.

And what I think is, we need a discriminating
view. There are some people who should be
put in jail and throw the key away, because
they can’t help hurting other people. And I be-
lieve that one of the reasons for the declining
crime rate is that we have a higher percentage
of the people in jail who commit a lot of the
crimes; a very small percentage of the people
are multiple, habitual criminals. And if you
could get a significant percentage of them in
jail, the crime rate goes way down.
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Now, on the other hand, there are a whole
lot of other people in jail who will never commit
another crime, particularly if they have—if they
get free of drugs or free of their alcohol abuse
and if they get education and training and if
somebody will give them a job and give them
another chance.

And what I think we need is a serious re-
examination of what we’ve done, because we've
done a lot of good in identifying people who
are habitual criminals and keeping them in pris-
on longer, and that's one of the reasons that
the crime rate has gone down, along with com-
munity policing and improving the economy.
But we also have just captured a whole lot of
people who are in jail, I think, longer than they
need to be in prison and then get out without
adequate drug treatment, job training, or job
placement.

But the society is moving on this. I notice
now back in Washington, there is a really good
program where—maybe two, that I know—
where they try to keep people who go to prison
in touch with their children, and they use the
Internet so they can E-mail back and forth.
They try to, in other words, not cut people
off so completely that they lose all hope and
all incentive of returning to normal life, and
they try not to damage these kids so badly,
to reduce the chances that the kids will follow
in their parents” footsteps.

Mr. Wenner. Let me change the subject.

The President. 1 think we need a whole new
look at that. The sentencing guidelines, the dis-
parities, are only a part of it. We have to look
at how long should certain people go to prison
from the point of view of what's good for soci-
ety. We need to completely rethink it, because
criminal laws and sentencing tend to be passed
sort of seriatim in response to social problems
at the moment.

Mr. Wenner. You, in general, restored judicial
discretion and replace the kind of panic legisla-
tion that was passed about crack or

The President. The reasons for the sentencing
guidelines in the first place was to try to reduce
the arbitrary harshness. It wasn't because they
wanted to make sure everybody went to jail
for a while; it was because the citizen guidelines
tended to be abusive on the other end of the
spectrum.

I think we may need some sentencing guide-
lines, but I think the impact, the practical im-
pact of the ones we have has led to some people

going to prison for longer than they should and
longer than they would have under the old sys-
tem. So there should be some more flexibility
than there is.

Military Action in the Balkans

Mr. Wenner. I'm going to change the subject.
The Balkans was your only major military en-
gagement. What was it like to run a war night
after night? I mean, was it your mentality in
feeling that as all of that was going on as you
go to sleep every night?

The President. Well, T went to sleep every
night praying that it would end that night and
that Milosevic would give in, praying that no
other

Mr. Wenner. You were literally praying?

The President. Yes. Praying that nobody would
die, no American would die, and hoping that
no innocent civilians would die but knowing that
they would.

You know, it’s easy for people to talk about
war when it’s appropriate to use military force,
but you have to know that once human beings
start using big, powerful weapons, there will be
unintended consequences. We wound up bomb-
ing the Chinese Embassy. Innocent people died.
We hit a schoolbus. And we have the most
skilled Air Force and the most sophisticated
weapons in all human history.

In the Gulf war, which is normally thought
of as a 100-hour war and a model of sort of
technical proficiency, we had 42 months to set-
tle in and prepare there, and still a lot of the
American casualties were from friendly fire. The
same thing happened even in the small engage-
ment in Grenada—and President Reagan. These
things happen. There are—once you start killing
people, there will be unintended consequences.

Mr. Wenner. How do you get yourself person-
ally comfortable—I mean, how do you get your-
self, as a person and as a politician, ready to
make that decision with a level of comfort you're
now going to go ahead and do this?

The President. You have to be convinced that
the consequences of inaction would be more
damaging to more people and to your country.
And in the case of Kosovo, I didn’t think it
was a close case. They had already killed several
thousand Kosovars, and they were running a
million of them out of their homes, 800,000.
It was a clean case of ethnic cleansing.

And I thought the United States and our Eu-
ropean Allies had to stand up against it. We
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couldn’t let it happen in the heart of Europe.
If we did that, we would lose the ability to
stop it anywhere else.

Mr. Wenner. And wouldn’t it be on your con-
science in some way, for having failed to stop
it?

The President. Absolutely. Look, it took us—
one of the things that just tore at me—and
in the end it didn’t require much military en-
gagement, although it required some—was how
long it took me to build a consensus. It took
me 2 years to build a consensus among our
Allies for military action in Bosnia. And you
know, what happened there was, after the
slaughter at Srebrenica we finally got—you
know, everybody said, “Okay, let’s go”—we did
a few air strikes, and all of a sudden we were
at Dayton and the peace talks. And for all the
raggedness of it, the Bosnian peace has held,
and it’s better now because we turned back the
tide of ethnic cleansing.

But over 200,000 people died there. And I
just knew, you know, there is no point in letting
it happen again in Kosovo.

Rwanda

Mr. Wenner. How do you feel, then, about
Rwanda? I mean, clearly it’s a difference. You
didn’t have the allies; you didn’t have intel-
ligence, all kinds of things. Is there anything
that we could have done to prevent it? And
whether there was or not, it happened while
you were President. Do you feel any responsi-
bility in that, personally?

The President. 1 feel terrible about it. One
of the reasons that I went to Tanzania to be
with Mandela and try to talk to the Burundians
into the peace agreement—because before my
time, over 200,000 people were killed in Bu-
rundi. Same deal—the Hutus and the Tutsis,
same tribes, fighting the same battles.

In Rwanda—the thing that was shocking
about Rwanda was that it happened so fast, and
it happened with almost no guns. The idea that
700,000 people could be killed in 100 days,
mostly with machetes, is hard to believe. It was
an alien territory; we weren't familiar. After that,
we began working very earnestly in Africa to
train troops to be able to go in and prevent
such things. We worked very hard with some-
thing called the Africa Crisis Response Initiative.

And when I was in Senegal, I actually went
out of Dakar to another city to watch a training
exercise—at least a parade exercise—and talk
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to the troops from Senegal that our American
soldiers were working with. We are now working
with the Ghanaian forces and Nigerian forces
to give them the training and the capacity to
prevent the resumption of the slaughter of Si-
erra Leone.

So I think that—I hope the United States
will be much, much more involved in Africa
from now on, and everywhere. In economic de-
velopment, we passed the Africa trade bill this
year; in fighting AIDS, TB, malaria in Africa;
in debt relief, we passed a big debt relief legisla-
tion this year; and in helping them to develop
the mechanisms to do this.

The African countries have leaders who are
willing to go in and take their responsibility in
these areas if we'll give them the logistical and
other support necessary to do it, if theyre
trained to do it. That’s what happened in East
Timor, where we didn’t have to put troops on
the ground, but we sent 500 people over there
and provided vital airlift and logistical and other
support, so that the Australians and New Zea-
landers and the other troops that came in could
bring an end to the slaughter there.

So I think that there is—there is sort of a
sliding scale here. In Europe it had to be done
by NATO, and the scale of it and the power
of the Serbian Government was such that if
we hadn’t been directly involved with our
NATO Allies, we never could have turned it
back and Milosevic never would have fallen. If
we hadn’t stopped him in Bosnia and Kosovo
and kept the sanctions on, the people would
never have had the chance to vote him out.

So I feel good about that. I wish we had
been—Rwanda, if we had done all the things
we've done since Rwanda and Africa—training
the troops, supporting them, working with
them—what I think would have happened is,
the African troops would have moved in; they
would have stopped it; and we could have given
them the logistical support they needed to stop
it.

Now, there are other problems that may
develop

Mr. Wenner. Another reason to vote for Gore.

The President. Another huge reason to vote
for Gore, because, you know, Governor Bush
has said that he doesn’t think that’s the business
of the American military. We're only supposed
to fight and win wars and let everybody else
do this. He kept talking about Kosovo, I noticed,
in a way as if we were the only forces in Kosovo.
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We were only 15 percent of the soldiers in
Kosovo.

Presidential Politics

Mr. Wenner. Let me change the subject, back
to Washington. Why do you think you were
such a lightning rod for partisanship and bitter-
ness and so much hatred during your term now?

The President. 1 think there were a lot of
reasons. I think mostly it’s just because I won.
The Republicans really didn’t—they believe the
only reason they lost in 76 to Jimmy Carter
was because of Watergate. They believe that,
from the time Mr. Nixon won in ‘68, they had
found a fool-proof formula to hold the White
House forever, until some third party came on.
That’s what they believe.

Mr. Wenner. Did you ever hear anybody ar-
ticulate that, the Republicans

The President. Well, in so many words. I had
a very candid relationship with a lot of those
guys. They would tell me what was going on.
I think they really believed that America saw
Republicans as the guarantor of the country’s
security and values and prudence in financial
matters, and that they could always turn Demo-
crats into cardboard cutouts of what they really
were; they could sort of caricature them as al-
most un-American; and that basically the Con-
gress might be Democratic most of the time
because the Congress would give things to the
American people. But the Republicans em-
bodied the values, the strength, the heritage of
the country, and they could always sort of do,
as I said about Dukakis, reverse-plastic-surgery
any Democrat.

So I came along, and I had ideas on crime
and welfare and economic management and for-
eign policy that were difficult for them to char-
acterize in that way. And we won. And they
were really mad. I think I was the first President
in a long time that never got a day’s honeymoon.
I mean, they started on me the next day. I
think that was one thing.

I think, secondly, I was the first baby boomer
President, not a perfect person, never planned
to be—I mean, never claimed to be—and had
opposed the Vietnam war. So I think that made
them doubly angry because they thought I was
a cultural alien, and I made it anyway.

Mr. Wenner. Do you think
cultural

The President. Southern Baptist, because
the dominant culture of the Republican Party—

that the

President Reagan put a nicer image on it. But
the dominant culture were basically white south-
ern Protestant men who led the surge of the
new Republican Party, first under President
Nixon and the silent majority and, you know,
blue-collar people, and then it came to an
apotheosis under President Reagan.

So I think that, you know, they didnt like
losing the White House, and they didn’t like
me, and they didn’t like what they thought I
represented. And that all happened at the time
you had this huge growth in conservative talk
shows and these—you know, sort of associated
think tanks and groups and networks that grew
up in Washington from the time of Nixon
through the time of Bush.

And 1 think they had sort of a permanent
alternative Government set up by that time. And
they went to war the first day of my Presidency.

Mr. Wenner. Because you were the most
threatening politically, and they despised what
you represented culturally, age-wise and

The President. think they honestly dis-
agreed with me on a lot of the issues as well,
but a lot of it was, they were mad they weren’t
in, which is one of the reasons theyre working
so hard now. And one of the big challenges
that we face in the closing days of this election
is to motivate the people that agree with us
to the level that they're motivated. Just because
they've been out a long time, they want back

in really badly.

Early Democratic Policy Differences

Mr. Wenner. Were you surprised about the
difficulties you had in your own party with Sam
Nunn on the gays thing and Moynihan on health
care and Kerrey on the economic plan?

The President. Not particularly, because—I'll
come back to the gays in the military.

Mr. Wenner. Don’t, because we've
through that. But just insofar as Nunn?

The President. No. And the answer to that
is, no, because a lot of the Democrats who
were culturally conservative and pro-military
thought that gays in the military coming up so
early was inconsistent with the whole New
Democratic approach we were taking. Plus
which, they thought I was wrong. But as I ex-
plained to you, I think when we talked last,
I didn’t bring it up first. Bob Dole did.

Now, on the other issues, the fundamental
problems there was that there were no easy

run
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answers. I mean, Bob Kerrey comes from Ne-
braska. He and Jim Exon were Democrats, but
Nebraska is one of the most Republican States
in the country, and I think, you know, he
thought we should have maybe cut spending
a little more or raised taxes a little less, or
cut taxes a little less on lower income working
people so we wouldn’t have to raise it as much,
you know. And I think—and we’d been through
that tough Presidential campaign.

Mr. Wenner. These guys were like, you know,
the party elders. )

The President. Well, Moynihan believed

Mr. Wenner. Generally, they should like say,
“Well, he’s our new President.” That’s

The President. But 1 didn’t take offense to
that. Moynihan believed, first of all, with some
justification, that he knew more about most
areas of social policy than anybody else did.
I think he thought we were making a political
mistake not to do welfare reform first, which
turned out to be right. We did make a political
mistake not to do welfare reform first.

And secondly, I think he felt that the system
in Washington could not absorb in a 2-year pe-
riod the economic plan which he strongly sup-
ported. He was terrific. The NAFTA trade
agreement, which he strongly supported, which
was controversial within our party, and then this
major health care thing. He really didn’t believe
and he’s told me that, you know, he said, you
know, “We just don’t have time to do these.”
He said, “The system cannot absorb this much
change in this short a time.”

And you know, that was a mistake I made.
Hillary gets a bum rap for that. That was basi-
cally my fault, because I knew that basically
there’s only two ways to get to universal cov-
erage. You either have to have a taxpayer sub-
sidy, which is what we’ve done now with the
Children’s Health Insurance Program, because
now we've got the number of uninsured people
going down in America for the first time in
a dozen years, primarily because in the Balanced
Budget Act, we insisted—the Democrats did—
on getting the Children’s Health Insurance Pro-
gram, which is the biggest expansion of Govern-
ment-financed health care since Medicaid. You
either have to do it that way or you have to
have an employer mandate where the employers
have to provide the health insurance, and then
you exempt smaller businesses and subsidize
that somewhat.

Myr. Wenner. You
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The President. 1 didn’t take offense at it. You
know, they thought I was being bullheaded, and
I think, in retrospect, they were probably right.

Newt Gingrich

Mr. Wenner. What was your relationship with
Newt like?

The President. 1 had an unusual relationship
with him. First of all

Mr. Wenner. Was it

The President. It depended on which Newt
showed up. But I thought the good Newt, I
found engaging, intelligent, and that we were
surprisingly in agreement in the way we viewed
the world.

Mr. Wenner. similar:

The President. Partly. But you know, Newt
supported me in virtually all of my foreign policy
initiatives. And after he got his Congress, he
realized that a hundred of them had never had
a passport.

I remember him calling me once, wanting
me to get them to go on foreign missions. He
said, “If you ask them, then they can’t be at-
tacked back home for boondoggle trips.” So we
actually had a very cordial relationship.

He was also very candid with me about his
political objectives. And he, in turn, from time
to time, would get in trouble with the rightwing
of his own caucus because they said I could
talk him into too much. We had a pretty good
relationship.

You know, on the other hand, as I told you,
when he did things like blaming every bad thing
that happened in America on Democrats in the
1960’s and all that, I thought it was highly de-
structive.

Mr. Wenner. How did he make you feel, per-
sonally?

The President. At some point, probably
around 1996, 1 got to the point where I no
longer had personal feelings about those things.
But you know, things like the Whitewater inves-
tigation and the Travel Office investigation—he
was smart. He knew there was nothing in that
stuff. It was all politics to him. It was about
power.

But he really did believe that the object of
politics was to destroy your opponent. And you
know, he ran Jim Wright out of the Congress
on account of that. That's what he thought he
was doing. And he had an enormous amount
of success in the beginning, and he won the
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Congress basically by having that take-no-pris-
oners, be-against-everything approach.

Mr. Wenner. Didn't he tell you once on the
phone that he was planning to lead a revolution
against you?

The President. Well, he thought he was lead-
ing a revolution, and I was in the way. And
I think he really believed, after 94

Mr. Wenner. What did you think when he
says this to you? “I'm out there to destroy—
I'm going to take you on. You're through.”

The President. 1 thought he was a worthy
adversary, and I thought I would defeat him,
because I thought the American people would
stick with me. But I thought he was a very
worthy adversary.

I think he thought that he could create, for
the rest of my Presidency, a sort of an almost
a parliamentary system where he would be the
prime minister and make the policy, and I'd
be in charge of foreign policy, and he’d help
me.

Mr. Wenner. 1 mean, historically, the Newt
versus Bill, I was just trying to think back, there
hasn’t been as powerful—I mean, powerful and
as antagonistic a Speaker to the President, not
in modern times. You had an actual enemy.
You had somebody actually out there daily fight-
ing you, not a—mnot a Lyndon, not a McCor-
mack. Everybody went with Reagan and gave
him what he wanted.

The President. That's what they decided to
do. And you know, now I have a Speaker in
Hastert I can really work with. We've got a
lot done. But he still has—the dominant power
in the caucus is Tom DeLay and Dick Armey.
And if they had their druthers, you know, they'd
still follow that approach. But the balance of
authority is so—power is so close in the House
that more often than not, we work things out.

But in the Senate, you've got the same thing
with Lott. You know, Lott I have a very cordial
personal relationship with. I have a lot in com-
mon with Lott in terms of our background and
childhood and, you know, that whole thing. His
daddy was a laboring person. He could have
well been a Democrat.

Mr. Wenner. How did you develop your strat-
egy in sort of dealing with Newt and outflanking
him? Just wait him out? Give him enough rope?

The President. Well, that’s part of it. You
know, I felt after they won that when the people
actually saw the fine print on their contract,
they would think that there was a contract on

America instead of a contract with America. And
then I felt that I had to oppose them when
I thought they were wrong. But I couldn’t let
them push me back into the old confrontation
where they could say, “Clinton’s an old Demo-
crat. He’s defending everything, even the inde-
fensible, so you may think we’re going too far,
but America has to change,” because this is a
country in constant change. So that was—for
example, instead of just fighting them on the
budget, I offered my own balanced budget.

Mr. Wenner. 1 mean, everybody—I think
Democrats really wanted to attack him back as
quickly as possible, and you took a much more
conciliatory:

The President. That's because I felt they had
to have a chance to run their—and then when
we got to the Government shutdown, I wasn’t
just against what they were doing; I had an
alternative. See, I believe—and I think it’s more
important, I think it’s easier for Republicans to
be against everything than Democrats because
people view us as the party of affirmative Gov-
ernment. And since I believed in balancing the
budget, I just didn’t want to do it the way they
wanted to.

Mr. Wenner. What's your bottom line on
Newt, historically? I mean, what's your—if you
were an historian, what would you say about
Gingrich?

The President. That he was immensely suc-
cessful in, first of all, consolidating the power
of the Republican Party and its rightwing and
then in winning the Congress, winning the his-
toric struggle for Congress in '94 by opposing
me right down the line. And in '94, the peo-
ple—the economy was getting better, but people
didn’t feel it yet. The budget we passed did
not impose great tax burdens on ordinary Ameri-
cans, but they didn’t know it yet. And the crime
bill we passed was going to help bring the crime
rate down without interfering with people’s gun
rights, but they didn’t know it yet.

So you had the best of all times to run
through a gaping hole. And then I had made
the mistake of trying to do both, trying to do
the economic plan and NAFTA, which dispirited
some of our base supporters. And then I tried
to do health care under circumstances that were
literally impossible. You could not get a uni-
versal coverage plan passed through Congress.

So I made a lot of errors, and he ran through
them, and he therefore changed the Congress.
Then I think people will say that we had one
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of these historic battles that periodically happens
in America about the role of the National Gov-
ernment and, indeed, what the meaning of the
Nation is.

And I think he thought he could actually carry
out the revolution that President Reagan talked
about, you know, drastically shrinking the Fed-
eral Government, drastically limiting its ability
to act in the social sphere and moving it to
the right.

And to me, we had a series of battles that
were really the latest incarnation of this age-
old battle of what does it mean to be an Amer-
ican, what is the idea of America, what is the
purpose of a nation? And there was a Govern-
ment shutdown. There was an impeachment.
There was my veto of the Newt tax bill after
Newt was gone. All these were ongoing battles.

The battle over—the same thing is now hap-
pening, shaping up over the courts. The most
important issue in this election may well be
what happens to the courts. Because there is
now already—we are one vote away from having
enough votes that would repeal Roe v.Wade.

But there is this other issue in the courts
which I think is quite profound, which is, there
are five votes right now to restrict the ability
of Congress to require the States to participate
in protecting the American people in a lot of
fundamental ways. So I think this is an ongoing
battle.

But it’s the same battle that we had between
George Washington and John Adams and Alex-
ander Hamilton and John Marshall on the one
side and Thomas Jefferson, Thomas Payne, and
a lot of other people on the other in the begin-
ning; the same battle Abraham Lincoln had
around the time of the Civil War. Could the
States secede? Did the Federal Government
have the power to enslave them? The same bat-
tle we had at the dawn of the industrial revolu-
tion when Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow
Wilson asserted the authority of the Nation to
proscribe basic conditions in the workplace and
protection. And it was the same battle that
Franklin Roosevelt fought. That was the fourth
time it was fought. Now we're in the fifth battle
over how to define America. And in the first
three skirmishes, we won. But I see that as
a big issue in this election, a huge issue.

Impeachment

Mr. Wenner. Let’s talk about impeachment
a little. You're going to—in the history books,
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it’s going to say, of course, that you were the
second President ever to be impeached. How
does that make you feel? Do you feel that that
will cloud your real accomplishments?

The President. Well, that’s for the historians
to determine. The history books will also record,
I think, that both impeachments were wrong,
and that’s when they failed. And I'm just grate-
ful that, unlike Andrew Johnson, I was less em-
bittered by it and I had more support from
the public and in the Congress, so I was able
to resume my duties and actually get a lot done
for the American people in the aftermath.

Mr. Wenner. Was there ever a point where
you wanted to give up or it just became too
hard?

The President. Never.

Mr. Wenner. Did you ever get so angry dur-
ing it that you think it clouded your judgment?

The President. 1 got angry, but I always was
alone or with friends who would deflate me,
so I don’t think it ever clouded my judgment
on any official thing I took.

You know, I realized that when it was all
over, I would have the responsibility to work
with the Republicans, as well as the Democrats.
One of the things I had to learn—as I said,
it took me almost my whole first term to learn
it—is that at some point Presidents are not per-
mitted to have personal feelings. When you
manifest your anger in public, it should be on
behalf of the American people and the values
that they believe and the things they do.

You just can’'t—a lot of this stuff you can’t
take personally—and especially when I realized
that for the people that were directing it, it
was just politics. You know, it was about power
and politics. So I was largely able to purge my-
self of it. And I had very strong personal feelings
about it, but I tried never to talk about it. I
tried to get up every day and just do my job
and let others defend me publicly and go on
with the work of the country, because

Mr. Wenner. in private?

The President. Yes, because Presidents will
always be under siege in some way or another.
And if you don’t want the job and the attendant
heat, you shouldn’t ask for it.

Mr. Wenner. Does it make you uncomfortable
to talk about this episode now?

The President. 1 just think the less I say about
it right now, the better. I think the more time
passes, the more people will see what happens,
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and the more it will come out. There have been
some pretty good books written about it.

Mr. Wenner. What do you think of Ken Starr
now?

The President. 1 think he did what he was
hired to do.

Mr. Wenner. You told me you never really
met him and had no ill feelings.

The President. I met him. You know, I met
him once when he interviewed me. He was
hired to keep the impeachment thing—I mean,
to keep the inquiry going past the 96 election
and to do whatever damage he could. That’s
why he was put in, and he did what they asked
him to do.

Mr. Wenner. What's your take on Henry
Hyde, who was supposedly “Mr. Reasonable,”
and then he seemed to defy the will of the
people after the '98 elections, where he kind
of got repudiated?

The President. Well, he did what he was hired
to do, too. I mean, the rightwing was in control
of the Congress, and they thought they had paid
in "98, and they thought they would never have
to pay again. They thought it was a free shot
to put a hit on me, and so they did. I don’t
think it’s complicated.

Mr. Wenner. Once the elections were done,
I remember seeing you a week before, and
clearly Democrats were going to take the House
in a way they had never taken it before in an
off election. And it was a referendum on this
issue, and then they went ahead—him and the
Republican leadership went ahead despite that.
What does that tell you about them?

The President. That they wanted to—they
stayed with their rightwing, and they thought
they would pay no price in 2000, because they
thought, whatever happened, it would all be
over by now. And they thought they could put
a black mark on me in history, and that was
really important to them. They were really
angry. They got beat. They were just angry,
and they thought they had paid once, and they
wouldn’t have to pay this time, because the
American people would move on to other things
as they always do. And so they did it.

Mr. Wenner. It's not an issue now in this
election, really.

The President. Tt is in three or four House
seats, but not many.

Mr. Wenner. It’s an issue to me.

The President. But it shouldn’t be. I've tried—
the only way it should be an issue in the election

is that it indicates how important it is, if they
should maintain their majority, they have some-
body in the White House that can restrain them.
Because it’s just an example of other things they
were doing to the environmental laws of the
country, to the education laws, to the health
care system. That’s the only way it should be
an issue. It's over. The American people
shouldn’t be expected to dwell on it. They
shouldn’t have to deal with it.

Mr. Wenner. Who do you think really came
through for you and got up and defended you?

The President. Oh, tons of people. The House
judiciary committee Democrats were really
good. There were 800 people, including a lot
of Republicans who didn’t even like me, who
filed testimony talking about how inappropriate
it was. Then there was that bipartisan panel
of career prosecutors who said that no one
would bring any criminal charges on this. So
a lot of people who—came forward who had
no particular reason to do it but who cared
about their country and were offended by what
was going on.

Mr. Wenner. Do you think in some way this
is sort of a referendum on sort of the nature
of morality or the character of America in some
way?

The President. Not really. No, I think people
strongly disagree with what I did. I did, too.
I think the—I don’t think the—TI think that they
just were able to discriminate between a bad
personal mistake and the justification for a Con-
stitutional crisis. I think—I don’t think that it—
I think it said more about their ability to dis-
criminate between two different kinds of prob-
lems than any changed moral standards.

Mr. Wenner. In the sixties we always talked—
still they talk about karma, you know, your
karma? Did you ever look at it in terms of
what’s in my karma that I got this shit-hammer
dropped on me?

The President. No. Like I said—no, I don't.
If T hadn’t made a personal mistake, they
wouldn’t have the pretext to do what they did,
even though what they did was wrong. So no,
I don’t.

Mr. Wenner. Do you think it benefited us,
that process, that we learned from all that, from
the impeachment process?

The President. Well, the one thing it did was
it pointed out all the other excesses. You know
that there was a bogus Whitewater investigation.
It was totally bogus and wasted money and

2645



Dec. 7 / Administration of William |. Clinton, 2000

Mr. Wenner. What was that?

The President. The Whitewater investigation.
That civil lawsuit against me was bogus. Even
the judge, who was famous for disliking me per-
sonally, threw it out as having no merit. So
I think that what it did was, at least for the
time being, it took a lot of the venom out of
our public life. You know, even as hard as
George Bush and Al Gore are hitting each other
now in this election, they are by and large hit-
ting at each other over the issues. I mean, Bush
has got some ad up now questioning Gore’s
integrity, which is amazing that Bush would
question Gore’s integrity, but anyway. But he
knows that there’s a certain number of voters
who vote for Republicans because theyre con-
vinced that they’re morally superior to Demo-
crats, not withstanding the fact that we’re awash
in evidence now that theyre not. And so he’s
doing that, but there has been very little of
that, even from him. They're basically—the level
of venom is lower than it was. And maybe I
absorbed enough for several years.

And if so, then that alone might make it
worth doing. Because I think it’s just crazy for
America with all these fabulous opportunities
and some pretty stiff challenges out there to
waste our elections and our public officials” time
with things that we know are bogus or trivial
and cost the taxpayers a fortune, for no other
purpose than for one side to pursue political
advantage over another. There will always be
some of that, but my instinct is that in the
next 4 years, we’ll have a lot less of it.

Relations With the Media

Mr. Wenner. The press—as President, you
have a relationship with the press that is unique
to anybody in the world. You, as an individual,
there’s certainly more scrutiny or criticism or
attention, more everything. What's your take on
the press in America?

The President. Well, 1 think that, first of all,
it’s very difficult to generalize. I think that on
the balance, it’s a great advantage for the Presi-
dent to have a bully pulpit that can reach every-
one in America and everyone in the world in-
stantaneously. And any criticisms that a Presi-
dent has about negative press or incessant carp-
ing or whatever—you've got to temper that with
the fact that they make it possible for you to
do your job in a communications age.

And they work—especially the working press,
I have an enormous amount of respect for them.
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I mean these people that are on this airplane,
because I've worked hard and I keep long hours,
it’s a hard job for them, because they have to
they go around in the vans, not in Air Force
One or the helicopters. They have a lot of hard
work to do, and I think by and large, most
of them do it as well as they can and as honestly
as they can. I have an enormous amount of
respect for them.

Now, there’s another part of the press that
are kind of part of almost a celebrity political
press that are—that go all the way from the
columnists to the people that are on all these
talk shows all the time. And they have—in order
for them to be successful, their comments have
to have edge. They tend to be more negative
and more dogmatic in their attempts to be—
and sometimes there is more heat than light
in a lot of what’s said in a lot of those forums—
formats. But that’s part of the new age we're
living in.

And also theyre sort of on the cutting edge
between the serious press, the tabloid press, and
pure political advocacy and entertainment.
You've got all these segments now that are kind
of blurred together, compounded by a 24-hour
news cycle, and the fact that there are umpty-
dump channels people can watch, some of which
are news channels that know they have to go
after narrowly segmented markets, and they’re
targeting certain audiences.

So it’s a very different press environment, and
if you took it all seriously, it would run you
nuts. But you can’t—once you realize kind of
what the environment is, you just learn to deal
with it. I think the important thing is to—for
Presidents, especially—to try to hear the criti-
cism, because it’s not always wrong. Sometimes
it’s right. I find it easier, really, when it comes
from thoughtful columnists who are really trying
to make a serious contribution to the national
debate. Even in some other forums it’s impor-
tant.

Mr. Wenner. Which columnists or reporters
do you think have been particularly good or
particularly smart in their coverage of you in
the last 8 years?

The President. Well, I think just in terms of
columnists, I think Tom Friedman is the best
foreign policy writer we have today, by a long
stretch. I think he understands the world we're
living in and the one toward which we’re mov-
ing. Therefore, whether he’s criticizing me or
analyzing an issue or whatever he’s doing, he’s
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trying to do it from a completely honest point
of view of trying to say, here’s where the world
is; here’s where we're going.

I think Ron Brownstein is one of the best
political columnists in America today, one of
the two or three best. He’s truly extraordinary.
And you know, he understands this whole New
Democrat movement that I have been a part
of. He understood the ideas that underlay the
"92 campaign and the whole Democratic Leader-
ship Council effort, everything were trying to
do. And he made it his business to study that.
I think he’s very good.

I think E.J. Dionne is good. I regret that
his other responsibilities at the Post dont give
him time to write more columns, because I
think he’s very good.

Mr. Wenner. [Inaudible]—towards the Times
for their role in Whitewater?

The President. No, 1 think that—it was sort
of like this Wen Ho Lee deal in a way. I mean,
the same guy got a story, and it was kind of
overwritten, and dire things were predicted. But
I think whatever I feel about that, it has to
be tempered by the fact that the Times has
a serious conscience when it comes to the na-
tional issues. I don’t think the—I think they
had a—they really have tried consistently to
think—on the public issues, I think they really
have done an excellent job of analysis and are
trying to come out in the right place in the
right way. So whatever I feel about that is tem-
pered by that.

Mr. Wenner. Do you think institutionally it’s
working right, the press as a whole, the major
newspapers, the networks, and so forth?

The President. 1 think they're doing the best
they can in a very new and different environ-
ment. I have a lot of sympathy with them.

Mr. Wenner. So you don’t have resentment
towards them? Like, a lot of Presidents just
hated—once done, they just hated them.

The President. No. Absolutely not. You know,
how can Presidents hate the press? I mean,
they give you—you can gripe all you want about
all the negative coverage you get on the evening
news or on these talk shows or being blasted
in the newspaper or having to get on something
where they're dead wrong—like on Whitewater,
whatever it is—dead wrong, but still, every day
theyre right in all kinds of other things about
all the things that affect the American people
and their lives. And anytime you want a micro-

phone to have your say, you've got it. So I
think to be obsessively negative is a mistake.

The White House

Mr. Wenner. What creature comforts are you
going to miss the most about leaving the White
House, not living there?

The President. The movie theater, the swim-
ming pool, Camp David. Everybody says I'll
miss Air Force One the most once I have to
return to commercial travel. But what I will
miss the most is not the creature comforts; it’s
the honor of living in the White House, which
I have loved. I've loved living there, because
I love my country; I love the history of my
country. I know—I was a pretty good American
historian before I got there, and I know a lot
more than I did then, and I've read a lot about
Presidents that most people don’t know much
about, including me before I got there.

And even more than that, T'll miss the work.
It's the job I'll miss the most. I love the work.
I actually have loved doing this job.

Mr. Wenner. Do you just get off every single
day when you get up, just—I am so lucky?

The President. Even the worst day. Even in
the worst times—the whole impeachment
thing—1I just thank God every day I can go
to work. T love the job. I've always loved it.

Mr. Wenner. Looking at the other side of
the coin, what—is there anything that seems
attractive to you about not living there anymore?

The President. Well, T look forward to kind
of having—being a citizen again. It will be the
first time in 20 years—you know, I've been—
I was Governor for 12 years, and 10 years, the
last 10 years in a row—so it will be the first
time in 18 years that I've really had a private
home that was my primary residence, and where
I'll get up every day, feeling a responsibility
to be of public service, but knowing that I'm
basically in control of my life again. And it will
be an interesting challenge for me. Eighteen
years is a long time to be a chief executive,
living in public housing, with every day scripted
out—you know, hours and hours a day, particu-
larly if you work like I do.

It’s a challenge, and I'm going to be inter-
ested to see whether I can meet it and what
it means, you know, to go into this next chapter
of my life. I'm actually excited about it.
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Advice for the Next President

Mr. Wenner. What's the one thing about
being—what’s the one thing that would surprise
either Bush or Gore about being President that
they just can’t know now? What was the greatest
surprise to you? What advice would you give
the next President?

The President. 1 think they will be surprised
how many different things happen at once. Now,
Al won’t be as surprised by that, because he’s
been there § years. It’s another good argument
for voting for him, because he’s experienced and
he makes good decisions. He'll be a very good
President if he wins. He'll be quite good. He
makes good decisions, and he’s had experience.
And the environment, I think, will be less hostile
for either one of them than it was for me,
and they will have more of an opportunity to
craft cooperative solutions, because almost under
any conceivable scenario, the Congress will be
even more closely divided than it is now.

You know, the Democrats are going to pick
up some seats in the Senate. They might even
be in control. But if they are, they will just
have a one-seat majority here, too, and I think
the Democrats will win the House. But if they
do, they won't have any bigger majority than
the Republicans do now, maybe a little more,
but not much. So you will have a very closely
divided Government which will require them
to all work together.

So I think they may have a less hostile envi-
ronment than I did, and I hope they do, but
I think theyll still be surprised at how many
different things theyll have crash in on them
at once.

Mr. Wenner. What would you tell them to
do? You say, look, here’s what you've got to
do as the next President. Here’s what I would
like you to do.

The President. Well, first of all, T think after
the election, they ought to get more rest than
I did. You know, I didn’t really take a vacation.
I think they ought to clear their heads. I would
advise them to work as hard as they can to
get a good Cabinet and a good staff, and then
really emphasize teamwork, and when you come
to the tough decisions, do what you think is
right.

A lot of these decisions, you know, that were
unpopular that I made—Bosnia, Haiti, debt re-
lief in Mexico, taking on the NRA, doing the
debt thing—reducing the deficit, I mean, right
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now, it’s like smooth sailing. But it’s just not
in the nature of human existence to be free
of difficulty. And I think when you come down
to those tough decisions, you just have to do
what you think is right, tell the American people
why you did it, and hope theyll go along with

you.

2000 Presidential Election

Mr. Wenner. So this comes out after the elec-
tion. So do you want to—give me a prediction.

The President. I've always believed Gore will
win, and I still do. And I think if he doesn’t,
the only reason that I think that he might not
win is if they vote—a higher percentage of the
people that want Bush to be President vote than
the percentage of people that want Gore to be
President. But I believe if we get an even turn-
out, I think in the closing days of this election,
people will begin to think about whether they
really want to risk this prosperity by adopting
an economic plan that has a huge tax cut, a
huge Social Security privatization program, and
a bunch of spending that will put us back into
deficit.

I think that people have to think about wheth-
er they want to risk having nobody to restrain
a Republican Congress if they should stay in
the majority, and I think they will think about
what will happen to the courts.

And so I think that those things will be
enough to put Al Gore over, and I think he’ll
be elected.

Mr. Wenner. What do you think the margin
is going to be—the popular vote?

The President. 1 have no idea. I think it will
be—it will definitely be close in the popular
vote. Whether it’s close in the electoral vote
depends on what happens—there’s a dozen
States it could go either way. So either one
of—there could be a sizable electoral victory;
it could be

Mr. Wenner. Predict Florida for me. Predict
Missouri, Pennsylvania, Michigan.

The President. 1 think Gore will win Florida,
Pennsylvania, and Michigan. I've always thought
Gore would win Florida. Weve worked like
crazy there for 8 years, and we've done a lot
for Florida and a lot with Florida, and Joe
Lieberman has helped a lot in Florida. So I
think Gore will win Florida. I think he will
win Pennsylvania. I think he will win Michigan,
and I think he will win Missouri if Mrs.
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Carnahan is the choice of the Missouri people
for Senator.

Mr. Wenner. And Washington State?

The President. 1 think well win in Wash-
ington.

Mr. Wenner. 1 don’t want to take any of your
money on that. Did you see the cover on Al
that—the Rolling Stone that’s gotten so much
talk?

The President. Yes.

Mr. Wenner. It took hours to do that inter-
view. I just used—eat up hours of his time.
I appreciate your time very much.

The President. Thanks.

NoOTE: The interview was taped at 2:45 p.m.
aboard Air Force One en route to Los Angeles,
CA, and the transcript was released by the Office

of the Press Secretary on December 7. In his re-
marks, the President referred to actor Charlton
Heston, president, National Rifle Association;
ABC News anchor Peter Jennings; former Presi-
dent Slobodan Milosevic of the Federal Republic
of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro); former
President Nelson Mandela of South Africa; Re-
publican Presidential candidate Gov. George W.
Bush; former Independent Counsel Kenneth
Starr; Thomas L. Friedman, columnists, New York
Times; Ron Brownstein, columnist, Los Angeles
Times; E.J. Dionne, columnist, Washington Post;
former Los Alamos National Laboratory scientist
Wen Ho Lee; and Jean Carnahan, widow of the
late Gov. Mel Carnahan of Missouri. A tape was
not available for verification of the content of this
interview.

Remarks Announcing the Establishment of the Federal Aviation
Administration’s Air Traffic Organization

December 7, 2000

Well, Keith, thank you for telling everybody
why I'm trying so hard to get something done
about this. [Laughter] Thank you very much
for the work you do and for being here with
us today as exhibit A.

I want to thank Secretary Slater and our Ad-
ministrator Jane Garvey for all they have done
in these last several years. And I want to thank
John Cullinane and Sharon Patrick for being
here. And our NTSB Chairman, Jim Hall; thank
you very much, Jim, for your work.

As Secretary Slater said, when the Vice Presi-
dent and I took office in 1993, among other
things that were troubled in this economy, we
found a very troubled airline industry. And in
my first—Rodney mentioned the trip I made
to Everett, Washington, to meet with the leaders
of the airline industry at the Boeing plant near
Seattle. That was the first trip I took outside
Washington as President. I did it because I
knew that we had to turn the airline industry
around if we wanted to turn the American econ-
omy around.

Out of that meeting was born the Baliles
Commission, headed by the former Governor
of Virginia, Governor Gerry Baliles, and a set
of recommendations that helped to power the

airline industry back to health. Thanks to those
recommendations and to a booming economy,
the airline industry is strong again and, I think,
has benefited from the work that has been done
in this administration by the Vice President and
Secretary Slater and Administrator Garvey.

We have basically pursued a three-pronged
approach: First, we want to preserve and en-
hance domestic competition so that our people
continue to reap the benefits of deregulation.
Second, we want to open more foreign markets
so that our airlines can compete better inter-
nationally. And third, we want to improve the
efficiency of our infrastructure, particularly air
traffic control, to keep pace with the phe-
nomenal growth in air travel. Now, that’s what
we're here to talk about today, because, frankly,
we haven’t been able to do it.

Our infrastructure is just as important to us
today as the railroads were in the 1800’s or
the Interstate Highway System was in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. Just as those ad-
vancements made us competitive in the 19th
and 20th century economies, a modernized air
traffic control system will help determine our
ability to compete in the 21st century.
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